Fall Leaves by Cool, Susan
The rusts . oranges and crimsons of the densely packed 
trees surrounding the lake were captured and dulled on the 
murky surface of the water . There had been a sort of order to 
those leaves as they existed on their branches. a normalcy. 
and it bothered this young woman to observe the carnival-like 
freakishness of their distortion on the cold ripples . 
She leaned . further now . over the side . The small boat 
lurched. She steadied a hand on the moist wood of a gunwale 
and rocked until the upset subsided . 
She was moving more slowly as she craned her neck 
down . close to the swirling gray beneath her . A new reflec-
tion replaced the trees . Moving water twisted the familiar 
features . turning them . distorting them with swift . fluid 
torrents . It chilled her to see this . yet it was fascinating . and 
her eyes remained fixed on their glassy selves inches away. 
Thin lips wavered; cast in the dark pallor of the autumn lake. 
they smiled . oddly . She continued to watch . captured and 
haunted with what she saw. 
A heavy cloud began to move across the sun . filtering the 
already-stingy light to near darkness . It took. too. the young 
woman's face. Her interest in the water was lost . 
Her bare thighs inched toward the center of the low . wet 
seat . The skin of her legs rose in bumps against the sharp 
breeze. 
She grasped the end of an oar in each hand . The grip 
circled stout handles , and white knuckles stood in stark 
contrast to the wind-blushed red of her hands . 
The sun reappeared . suddenly . bringing a hazy . warm 
light across her shaking knees . She steeled her feet on the 
puddled floor . planting them between black clumps of earth 
scattered amongst knotty planks . 
Her shoulders ground precise circles as she scooped each 
oar through the water. Coarse. brown hair gathered about 
her raw face . She allowed the strands to lash across her 
eyes. 
Though she continued to shiver . moistness glistened over 
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h e r  s m o o t h  f o r e h e a d  .  T h e  t i n y  b o a t  m o v e d  s w i f t l y  ,  c u t t i n g  a  
s m o o t h  l i n e  t h r o u g h  t h e  l a k e ' s  w a v e s .  S h e  w h i r l e d  t h e  o a r s  
a c r o s s  t h e  a i r  a n d  r e t u r n e d  t h e m  t o  d i g  d e e p l y  a t  t h e  s u r f a c e  
l i n e  ,  e a c h  m o t i o n  f a s t e r  ,  m o r e  e f f i c i e n t  t h a n  t h e  o n e  b e f o r e  .  
T h e r e  w a s  n o t h i n g  t o  m a r k  h e r  p r o g r e s s  o v e r  t h e  l a k e  ,  a s  
i t s  s h o r e s  w e r e  i d e n t i c a l  i n  a l l  d i r e c t i o n s  .  N o  c o t t a g e s  o r  
l a n d i n g s  w e r e  t o  b e  f o u n d  a m o n g  t h e  s p r a w l i n g  t r e e s  c r o w d i n g  
t h e  l a n d  .  T h e  w a t e r  s t r e t c h e d  e x p a n s i v e l y  ,  b a r r e n  e x c e p t  f o r  
t h i s  s m a l l  b o a t  .  
S h e  s t r o k e d  e a c h  o a r  i n t o  t h e  g r a y  r o u g h n e s s  w i t h  e x a c t  
r h y t h m  ,  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  a  s t r o k e  n o t e d  o n l y  b y  a  n e w  a t t a c k  
o n  t h e  w a t e r ' s  s u r f a c e .  T h e  b o a t  w a s  m o v i n g  f a s t e r ,  n o w  ,  
a n d  w i t h  e v e r y  p u l l  i t  s u r g e d  f o r w a r d  .  A s  a n  o a r  w a s  
r e c o v e r e d  ,  f o r w a r d  m o t i o n  w a n e d  f o r  a  l o n g  m o m e n t .  M i n -
i a t u r e  c y c l o n e - l i k e  w h i r l s  t a i l e d  f r o m  t h e  o a r s '  p a t h ;  l e a v i n g  
s w i r l e d  r e m a i n s  a l o n g s i d e  t h e  f r o t h y  w a k e  .  
T h e  r h y t h m  o f  h e r  o w n  b o d y  p u l l e d  h e r  i n t o  t h e  b o a t ' s  
c a d e n c e  .  A s  s h e  c h u r n e d  o u t  e a c h  m o t i o n  ,  s h e  b e c a m e  
e n r a p t u r e d  w i t h  t h e  c y c l i c  o r d e r  s h e  w a s  c r e a t i n g  .  H e r  b a c k  ,  
a b s o l u t e l y  s t r a i g h t  ,  s u p p o r t e d  a  p o i s e d  n e c k .  H e r  b o d y  n o  
l o n g e r  s h o o k .  S h e  f o c u s e d  o n l y  o n  a  f l a m e  o f  l e a v e s  f a r ,  f a r  
b e h i n d  .  S h e  f e l t  n o t  a  t r a c e  o f  p h y s i c a l  w e a r i n e s s  ,  f u e l e d  b y  
t h e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  a  p e r f e c t i o n  s h e  w a s  a c h i e v i n g  w i t h  e a c h  
c o m p l e t e d  s t r o k e  .  
A t  t h i s  m o m e n t  a  w h i t e  b i r d  ,  a  g u l l  c o m m o n  t o  t h i s  l a k e  ,  
s w e p t  n e a r  t h e  y o u n g  w o m a n ' s  h e a d  .  I t  l e t  f o r t h  a  p i e r c i n g  
c r y .  I t  w a s  a  f a m i l i a r  s o u n d ;  t h e  c l o s e  s h r i l l n e s s  o f  w h i c h ,  
t h o u g h ,  i n s t a n t l y  s h a t t e r e d  t h e  w o m a n ' s  n a r r o w  e x i s t e n c e .  
S h e  s t a r t e d  .  T h e  o a r s  ,  p o i s e d  a b o v e  t h e  w a t e r ' s  s u r f a c e ,  
s t u t t e r e d  ,  m a n a g i n g  o n l y  t o  s k i m  t h e  w h i t e s  o f  s m a l l  w a v e s  .  
Q u i c k l y  s h e  s t r u g g l e d  t o  r e s u m e  t h e  p a t t e r n  ,  b u t  t h a t  s e t  w a s  
i n c o r r e c t  ,  l o s t  f o r e v e r  .  A  d e e p  f u r r o w  c r e a s e d  b e t w e e n  h e r  
b r o w s  .  T h e  b o a t  s l o w e d  o n l y  m o m e n t a r i l y  .  
S h e  w a s  p o s s e s s e d  o f  a  d e s i r e  t o  r e g a i n  t h a t  w h i c h  s h e  
h a d  a t t a i n e d  b e f o r e  .  S h e  r o w e d  e v e n  f a s t e r  n o w  ,  a g g r e s s i n g  
e a c h  o a r  f i e r c e l y  i n t o  t h e  w a t e r  a n d  s o a r i n g  i t  t h r o u g h  t h e  c o l d  ,  
w e t  a i r .  
C l o u d s  w h i c h  h a d  e a r l i e r  d o t t e d  t h e  p a l e  s k y  n o w  g a t h e r e d  
t o  a  d a r k  g r a y ,  c o m p l e t e l y  b l o c k i n g  t h e  l a t e - a f t e r n o o n  s u n .  
T h e  b r e e z e  h a d  i n c r e a s e d  t o  a  s t i f f e r  g a l e  ,  a n d  i t  w h i p p e d  h e r  
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hair even more wildly across her face 0 
She was once again lost in the hypnotic motion of her task 0 
She rowed perfectly and faster . perhaps . than she ever had 
rowed 0 
A number of gulls soared overhead . a mass of dirty white 
against the darkened sky 0 The shrieking and mad flapping of 
wings created chaos above; unnoticed by her this time 0 Her 
eyes were fixed. glazed on a far-off crimson 0 
Her shoulders rotated unfalteringly 0 The oars dug long . 
clean strokes; smooth. not flawed in any way 0 Everything 
was becoming as the young woman needed it to be. and there 
was order. finally. in this place 0 
The trees . at once the sharpest hues of autumn . closed in 
about her 0 
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